
Exceprt from “Basin and Range” by John McPhee

Description Examples

““Description is what makes the reader a sensory participant in the story. 
Good description is a learned skill, one of the prime reasons you cannot succeed unless you read a lot and write a lot.”

— Stephen King

Excerpt from Basin and Range by John McPhee
“The river turned in our direction after bending by a wall of its canyon, and the wall had eroded so unevenly that a prominent 
remnant now stood on its own as a steep six-hundred-foot hill. It made a mammary silhouette against the sky. My mind 
worked its way through that image, but still I was not seeing what De�eyes was seeing. Finally, I took it in. More junipers and 
rubble and minor creases of erosion had helped withhold the story from my eye. The hill, structurally, consisted of two 
distinct rock formations, awry to each other, awry to the gyroscope of the earth - just stuck together there like two artistic 
impulses in a pointedly haphazard collage. Both formations were of strati�ed rock, sedimentary rock, put down originally in 
and beside the sea, where they had lain, initially, �at. But now the strata of the upper part of the hill were dipping more than 
sixty degrees, and the strata of the lower part of the hill were standing almost straight up on end. It was as if, through an 
error in demolition, one urban building had collapsed upon another.”

Excerpt from Pilgram at Tinker Creek by Annie Dillard
“I used to have a cat, an old �ghting tom, who would jump through the open window by my bed in the middle of the night 
and land on my chest. I’d half-awaken. He’d stick his skull under my nose and purr, stinking of urine and blood. Some nights 
he kneaded my bare chest with his front paws, powerfully, arching his back, as if sharpening his claws, or pummeling a 
mother for milk. And some mornings I’d wake in daylight to �nd my body covered with paw prints in blood; I looked as 
though I’d been painted with roses.”

Opening from The Yellow House by Sarah M. Broom
“From high up, �fteen thousand feet above, where the aerial photographs are taken, 4121 Wilson Avenue, the address I know 
best, is a minuscule point, a scab of green. In satellite images shot from higher still, my former street dissolves into the toe of 
Louisiana’s boot. From this vantage point, our address, now mite size, would appear to sit in the Gulf of Mexico. Distance 
lends perspective, but it can also shade, misinterpret. From these great heights, my brother Carl would not be seen.”

Excerpt from Fire Shut Up in My Bones by Charles M. Blow
“My mother was a stout woman with a man’s name — Billie. She was plain-faced with honest eyes — no black grease by the 
lash line, no blue powder on the lids, eyebrows not plucked up high and thin. She used only a stroke of lipstick, dark like a �g, 
and a little powder to cover the acne that still popped up under the balls of the cheeks that sat high on her face.
 My father was short for a man, with a child’s plaything for a name — Spinner. He had �awless dark brown skin and a 
head full of big, wet-looking curls, black as oil. And he had the smile of a scoundrel — the kind of smile that disarmed men 
and undressed women.”
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